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Abstract 
"'\ 
·-society's rigid values are obvious in both The Age of 
Innocence and Ethan Frome. The protagonists of both stories 
/ 
are men, and, typ,.i,cally in Wharton's fiction, society does 
' I 
not guard men to the extent that it guards women. Usually, 
in fact, young women are carefully cultured by society to 
fit a man's needs. In such a society, we would expect a man 
.to have more freedom than a woman. However, Newland Archer,· 
in The Age of Innocence, and Ethan Freme, in Ethan Frame, 
are both restrained by society from doing something that 
threatens the values and, thus, the existence of society. 
Newland, though married, feels an attraction for Ellen 
Olenska, a woman of whom society does not approve. Though 
society allows men to have affairs, cheat on their wives, 
society will not allow Newland to have an affair with Ellen 
because Ellen's ideas threaten the existence of "old.New 
York," and society cannot tolerate her influence on one of 
its prized sons~ As a young man, Newland thinks some rather 
progressive, perhaps threatening, thoughts; his marriage to 
May Welland is meant to bring him back in line with 
society's way of thinking. After,~~wland is married, 
society still refuses to lose him to Ellen, and Newland 
cor1f arms with 
-.) 
Ethan is 
l 
I 
i, -
little fight. 
part of a similar love triangle; how~ver, 
I ' ( 1 ) 
.. 
--
;. 
..... ·~ 
' 
Ethan lives in poverty while Newland lives amidst exorbitant 
wealth. Though society.does not take the kind of direct 
action in Ethan's situation that it does in Newland's, it,· 
nonetheless, influences Ethan to the extent that he 
sacrifices his own happiness and fulfillment in order to 
conform to the desires of his wife and society. 
Wharton's criticisms of society and the condition of 
the individual in society are insightful, but, in the final 
analysis,· Wharton seems unable to commit herself to an 
indictment either of New England or New York society. 
( 2 ) 
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Introduction 
In the novels and stories Edith Wharton wrote before 
The Age of Innocence, women are most often seen as the 
victims of society. Wharton shows women being trapped 
~ within a rigid system while men, in that same society, 
appear less restricted-~society seems to demand less of 
' 
them. In Wharton's first major novel, The House of Mirth, 
1905, Lily Bart .must play whatever roles society asks of her 
""' if she wants to rem~in·a member of society. Lily is torn 
between her attraction to and her revulsion from her 
society; as a result, she cannot play along with society 
',,. 
consistently enough in order to insure her place in it. She 
is rejected~ by that society and eventually destroyed by it 
for her inconsistent conformity. But what of the men in 
that novel? Lawrence Selden, articulator of '"the re-public 
of the spirit"' (64), is allowed to voice this rebellious 
notion and yet remain a part of the world from which Lily 
has fallen just for listening to Selden's subversive ideas. 
Apparently, however, Selden is never asked to sacrifice for 
the "collective interest" as Lily is asked to and as Elle_n 
Olenska later will be asked to do. 
Similarly, in the same year that Ethan Frame was 
I 
published, Wharton published a short story titled "Autres 
Temps .... " In this story, Mrs. Lidcote, our center of 
( 3 ) 
·-; 
• 
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l. 
' 
$ 
... 
I 
consciousness, finds herself still ostracized from society 
; 
eighteen years.after the event that caused. her initial 
/ 
rejection:. a divorce from her husband: "There had never .. ·· 
been any danger of her [Mrs. Lidcote]·being allowed to 
forget the past. It looked out at her from the face of 
every acquaintance, .it appeared suddenly in the eyes of 
.strangers when a word enlightened them: 'Yes, the Mrs. 
Lidcote. • • '" (183-184). Unlike a man who need only 
"conceal his past," a woman is expected "to have no past to 
. 
conceal'' (The Age of Innocence 44); as a woman with a pa.st, 
Mrs. Lidcote finds "she couldn't get away from it [the 
past J " ( 18 3) . 
The examples of women trapped within their societies in 
Wharton's fiction--and in her autobiography, A Backward 
) 
Glance--are plentiful .. But Ethan Frame, 1911, and The Age 
of Innocence, 1920, stand out amongst Wharton's other 
fiction because both show men as well as women effectively 
' 
trapped by society. More importantly, however, the 
societies depicted in these two works are very different. 
The former society, of which Ethan Frame is a part, is the 
lower-class New Enyland country .town of Starkfield, 
Massachusetts, while the latter, of which Newland Archer is 
a part, is upper-class New York City. When a. reader 
discovers that Newland Archer is trapped in this society, as. 
... . --, ... 
. , . 
( 4 ) 
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• 
s6 many Whartoni~ri women before him have been and as many 
~ 
after him will be, she is not so very surprised: it could 
happen. But the discovery of Ethan Frame's being as 
effectively imprisoned in the New England countryside as 
Newland is in New York City is somewhat of a shock. 
Apparently the title with which scholars have! lab~lled 
- I 
I 
Wharton is too narrow because she is much more than this: 
she is also an assessor of the human situation in society. 
We might say, especially in the cases of Ethan Frame and The 
Age of Innocence, that Wharton bewails the situati6n of the 
.•. 
individual within society and, in doing so, shows how that 
I 
society is at fault for suppressing-the individu.al . 
. -
.• 
...... \ 
• 
( 5 ) ~ 
-
' 
·' 
') 
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. Chapter I: An Introduction to New York and 
New England Soci.eties 
So often literary scholars talk about Edith.Wharton as 
the critic of society and about the ways tkat many of_ her 
' 
principal characters are ~lternately attracted to and~ 
repulsed by society's values. Considered this way, society 
' 
is a vague concept. How does it restrain individuals? How 
is it structured? What ma~es it work? What keeps it 
i\ 
., 
\.,,, 
working? Consideration of tli~se questions is integral to 
\ 
,. 
our discussion of Edith Wharton because reader's feel 
society's presence strongly whether Wharton is writing of 
New York or the New England countryside; it is an entity 
that cannot -- will not be forgotten. Wharton, who grew up 
in "old New York" and was particularly sensitive to societal 
pressures, wrote stories and novels in which societal 
structure bears particular relevance. Her portrayal of the 
societies in The Age of Innocence and Ethan Frame is not 
only interesting but important if we are to understand the 
comple~ interaction between Newland Archer and Ethan Frame 
and their respective societies. 
In her 1981 introduction to Roman Fever And Other 
Stories, Marilyn French discusses society's perceived need 
for rigid structure. Young women, she explains, were 
expected to be completely ignorant about sex before they 
... ( 6 ) 
. /" 
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') 
1,, ' '' 
'. 
. ' . 
were married. Society, well awa~e that a. woman could not be 
prevented from having sex given the opportunity and she were 
so inclined, had to prevent the opportunity from arising: 
"Because of the difficulty in controlling such things, other 
rules were brought to bear. • • • There was a conspiracy 
among the older people in a young woman's life to keep 
silent, to keep her in ignorance about not just s~x, but any 
deviation from the bland complacency of the social surface" 
\. 
( :x:x i) . But can society's severe restrictions be reduced to 
an obsessive concern about sex and keeping young women 
ignorant? Stated as such, society's rules see.m '"an 
over-reaction, and French's use of "conspiracy" seems too 
,~. 
strong. But there is evidence that Wharton was very 
concerned about the restrictions and taboos surrounding sex 
to the point that French is quite justified in saying, 
"Wharton's main theme ... was the emotional/moral life, 
especially in the area of sexuality. The paralysis, the 
inability to move or change or affect events, that is common 
to her characters is located primarily in their sexual 
constriction, from which arise other, subtler constrictions" 
p .. (xx). And now, when we turn to The Age Of Innocence and 
Ethan Frame, we find passion is, indeed, restricted. 
Neither Ethan nor Newland gives a moral reason for staying 
¢f. • 
with a woman he does not love, but rather each stays from a 
( 7 ) 
., 
~·,· 
I . 
,1 
• - -J 
\ I 
sense of obligatio·n. Both are compelJ..ed, by society, to ~ 
,· 
·feel this way; each would sooner compromise himself than 
ignore the rules. I 
'II 
But the rules ~society creates to keep young women pure 
I' 
for marriage are, by their very nature, appropriate for the 
I / 
"protection" of- young wom/n only. Typically, these rules do 
not affect a man's life or his various pleasures; in fact, 
they are meant to enhance his life, unless he acts in such a 
way to threaten the conspiracy. Newland, apparently, 
threatens the conspiracy because society finds him a danger 
to the continuation of its values. In fact, early in the 
novel we glimpse in him the kinds of traitorous thoughts 
.this society fears. Newland discovers that the woman is to f 
/ 
be kept virginal before marriage "because it was supposed t~f 
' ·I 
be what he wanted, what he had a right to, in order that he 
' 
might exercise hts lordly pleasure in smashing it [her 
innocence] like an image made of snow" (46). These rules 
exist, therefore,~ for the pleasure of men. Mrs. Archer 
apparently feels Newland's commitment to society weaken 
. 
because she reminds him, '''if we don't all stand together, 
there'll be no such thing as Society left''' (51). Quite 
obviously, society can exist only collectively. But the 
Society to which Mrs. Archer alludes is with a capital "S." 
She refers to "old New York," which is resistant to ch:ange. 
.... 
( 8 ) 
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\ 
Members must· ."stand together" to uphold the rules for their 
. -~ 
. 
.. 
particular society. 
. '""'' Should a man, like Newland, not desire 
a virgin, he threatens the society because everyone must 
"stand together." In spite of.his being a man, he is 
subject to the same obligation: to keep society in 
existence. 
Infrequently, this society must move to keep a man in 
line, as it will to keep Newland in line. ·Society, however, 
• 
does not make a move to keep Julius Beaufort from ruining 
himself beca.use his money is not old money, and therefore, 
he is not really one of society's own. He will even be 
allowed a come-back some years later. Though Beaufort is 
never fully accepted by "old New York,"· he is also, because:, 
' 
of his tremendous wealth, never rejected. Even after his 
financial disgrace, he can come back· because his background 
is murky and people can always say, "he was never,, really one 
of us." On the other hand, twenty-five years after her 
"disgraceful" divorce, Mrs. Lidcote is still rejected by New 
York {"Autre Temps ... "). The man is forgiven when he 
falls out of line; the woman is not. Although Newland is a 
man and supposedly one of the rule-setters, he must 
sacrifice his own personal desires to the collective 
desires: most men would want to marry someone like May 
' 
,, 
Welland; therefore, Newland must want to marry her. Simply 
J 
( 9 ) 
--
t 
,'. ,. ', t, .• lr<, '~ "'•·, •' 
I 
,. 
I ] 
• 
being a man is not enough to tree him from societal 
p 
,,r 
• 
. 
constraints: / ' 1 h h ' he st1l poses at reat tote conspiracy that 
creates young women like May by obviously preferring a. 
sexually experienced woman, a woman with a past, like Ellen. 
The facets of this rigidly constructed New York world 
are obvious and its pressures quite openly wielded. But in 
Starkfield there~is no figure-head, no arbiter of anything, 
and no one who obviously exerts any pressure. From where 
then does the pressure come that compels Ethan to stay with 
Zeena? The society, nearly invisible in the narrator's 
portrayal of Starkfield, is microcosmically represented in 
·Ethan Frame's living situation., Ethan works· the mill, 
materially providing for Zeena, Mattie, and himself . 
.. 
Because Zeena has a sickly constitution, she is more 
dependent on Ethan's providing for her than would be a 
healthier woman. But, in spite of her ill health, Zeena 
keeps Ethan just as dependent on her as she is on him. She 
fosters in Ethan a dependency upon herself from the 
beginning of their relationship. This is apparent when 
Zeena comes to Starkfield to take 'care of Ethan's sick 
mother: 
The mere fact of obeying her orders, of feeling 
free to go about his business again and talk with 
other men, restored his shaken balance and 
magnified his sense of what he owed he~. Her 
efficiency shamed and dazzled him. She seemed to 
possess by instinct all the household wisdom that 
( 10) 
···i' "' •.. , 
u 
"-; 
j 
(i 
('' 
. ' 
.. 
'' 
~his long apprenticeship had not instilled in him~ 
( 70) 
Ethan looks up to her as a big sister or a mother because 
she fills a vacant maternal position in his life. He asks 
-· her to stay with him on the farm not because those feelings 
have changed and become romantic but because Eth~·n fears 
being "left alone on the farm" (70); he has b·ecome dependent 
on her, but he has not fallen in love with her. 
Once Ethan needs Zeena, she traps him with her own 
dependency. Btit she has no other alternative than to do so. 
She is twenty-eight when she meets Ethan, and she cannot 
rely on "her own people" to provide for her forever. 
Likewise, it would be difficult for her to provide for 
herself; therefore, she must find a man. Her only choice is 
to rebel within the framework available to her. She does 
not love Ethan romantically any more than he loves her. 
-
Therefore, since life with him is not satisfying, she takes 
up "doctoring" herself. Her sickliness is also a rebellion 
against the position to which Ethan and society have 
assigned her: the position of mother. She is no longer 
maternally reassuring to him; but, while she cared for his 
mother, she made him feel as though he owed her, and Ethan 
continues to feel that obligation long after his mother is 
dead. That Ethan feels obligated to her is evident in the 
( 11) 
q 
' . 
.. 
letter he writes when he plans to run off with Mattie: 
"'Zeena, I've done all I could for you ... '" (132). 
Theirs is a relationship based not on want but on need. 
Each individual is incomplete and, therefore, relies on 
someone outside herself for happiness and completeness. 
I . 
Apparently, then, Ethan and Zeena trap each other. 
Later, when Ethan looks longingly to Mattie, he does so as 
though she might be able to care for him better than Zeena 
,,/ 
has. But the needs of Ethan and Mattie as a couple are the 
same as those of Ethan and Zeena. For example, Aattie would 
need Ethan to provide for her in the same way that Zeena·· 
~"-' 
needs him, but Ethan realizes, "A moment ago he had wonder_ed 
what he and Mattie were to live on .when they reached the 
West; now he saw that he had not even the money to take her 
there" (134). He cannot provide for her the way she would 
need to be provided for. Similarly, Mattie is not what 
Ethan longs for; she is what he needs from Zeenci but no 
, 
longer gets. Ethan is moved ("his heart in his throat" 
[99]) when he sees Mattie in her domestic role: "She had 
plunged the breakfast dishes into a tin dish-pan and wa·s 
bending above it with her slim arms bared to the elbow, the 
steam from the hot water beading her forehead and tightening 
her rough hair into little brown rings like the tendrils on 
the traveler's joy" (99). Ail of the romance is in the 
> 
( 12 )· 
,, 
i~agery; none in the feelings Ethan ha$ for ~attie. His 
, 
vision ot the fruit of a happy marriage is a woman in full 
domestic 'bloom: 
" 
Mattie had no natural turn for housekeeping.·· . . . 
She was quick to learn, but forgetful and 
dreamy .... Ethan had an idea that if she were 
to marry a man she was fond of the dormant 
instinct would wake, and her pies and biscuits 
become the pride of the county. (36) 
Ethan lacks the sensibility to know and understand romantic 
love; he can feel only obligation, and he expects in return 
only the meager complexity of emotion that he can give. He 
doesn't expect passion ~nd romance from Mattie; he expects 
pies and biscuits. And the only passion he feels is for her 
domesticity. 
Ethan and Mattie would trap each other just as he and 
Zeena had trapped each other years before because of the 
roles their culture and their economic situation demanded of 
them. Elizabeth Ammons claims, "The prison ... was the 
American economic system itself, which laid on most men to-o 
much work and responsibility and on most women barely enough 
variety and adult human contact to keep one's spirit alive" 
(71). However, the prison is not created by the ~conomic 
system alone; there are dual pressures at work: the culture 
~ 
or society demands certain roles of each individual --men 
must provide for women, and women must take care of 
( 13 ) 
<. 
I . 
• > 
men--that the economic situation .makes impossible for the 
individtlals to fulfill. The society is, therefore, blamable 
' 
"' 
for the misery of the three individuals involved in Ethan's 
story. 
James Miller explains, "All of these novels [The House 
of Mirth, Ethan Frame, The Custom of the Country, and The 
Age of Innocence] are stories of the trapped sensibility, 
stories of individuals who married culturally incompatible 
mates or failed to marry the right person becaus~ of some 
~urious, ambiguous weakness" (83-84). However, those 
weaknesses are not so unusual as Miller makes them sound. 
( -Indeed, Wharton's heroes and heroines are not so unusual in 
their societies; there are more than a few unfortunates who 
live lives of trapped sensibilities. In fact, everyone who 
participates in a society experiences such restraint. To be 
~ part of a society means to compromise oneself; membership 
in society requires a cohesion of morals, desires, and, of 
course, manners, and that cohesion forces individual 
sacrifices. 
.:• 
Along these lines, Arthur Mizener points.to Wharton's 
"beautifully balanced sense, implicit everywhere in the book 
[The Age of Innocence], that the only endurable life is the 
one that preserves the values that have governed Newland and 
Ellen's lives--values that can only develop slowly and 
( 14) 
, I 
' ..... ,·-
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'\ 
therefore will exist only in a stable and traditional 
-~society--and that these values c~n be preserved only at th~ 
cost of gradually starving the individual emotions that give 
them: life and significance" (86). I will later discuss 
whether Wharton actually endorses these values, but 
significant in our· present discussion is Mizener's assertion 
that these values can be upheld only by "starving the· 
individual emotions." Clearly New York expects Newland to 
sacrifice his passion for Ellen. It is even willing to 
pretend that it knows nothing of Newland's feelings for the 
Countess: "it became clear to Archer that here also a 
conspiracy of rehabilitation and obliteration was going on. 
The silent organization which held his little world together 
was determined to put itself on record as never for a moment 
.having 
~ 
questioned the propriety of Madame Olenska's conduct, 
\ 
i 
or the completeness of Archer's domestic felicity'' (339). 
Moments before,·· Newland thinks to himself, "Through it all 
he was dimly aware of a general attitude of friendliness 
toward himself, as if th~ guard of the prisoner he felt 
himself to be were trying to soften his captivity" (339). 
It is striking that Newland feels his imprisonment so 
• poignantly yet wants to remain part of this society. 
Louis Auchincl,oss claims, "There is no feeling, 
however, that Archer has condemned himself and the Countess 
( 15 ) -~ 
..... 
C 
to an unrewarding life of frustration. The author is 
., . 
absorbed in the beauty of rules and forms even when they 
stamp out spontaneity .... under the thick glass of 
convention blooms the fine, fragile flower of patient 
suffering and denial. To drop out of society is as vulgar 
as to predominate; one must endure and properly smile" (38) . 
.. 
Again, Auchincloss' criticism assumes that Wharton shares 
J •• ~.,J 
these same values, which we will find quite questionable 
when we come to consideration of theme in The Age of 
Innocence and Ethan Frame. Imprisonment, for Archer and for 
any participant in this society, is both a blessing and a 
curse. It is a blessing because it insures that a pers.on is 
not alone (although she may be lonely), but it is a curse 
because of the way conformity erases the individual. Ethan 
reflects "grimly that his seven years with Zeena seemed to 
Starkfield 'not so long'" (77). Starkfield is indifferent 
to Ethan's suffering so long as he doesn't cause some 
commotion like leaving Zeena. His seven years with Zeena 
seem quite long to him because of all that he has lost and 
given up since his marriage. 
As soon as Ethan and Zeena marry, they plan to "sell 
the farm and saw-mill and try their luck in a large 
town .. • • He had always wanted to be an engineer, and to 
live in towns, where there were lectures and big libraries 
( 16) 
' 
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~- J 
and 'fellows doing things'" (ii). But two overwhelming 
factors force Ethan to give up this dream: his economic 
situation and his wife. He finds that "purchasers were slow 
in coming, and while he waited for them Ethan learned the 
impossibility of transplanting her .... in the greater 
cities which attracted Ethan she would have suffered a 
complete loss of identity" (71-72). Ethan's passivity 
.• ,J, 
prevents him from circumventing either of these obstacles 
succes~fully; in fact, Ethan never tries. Each day he grows 
more oppressed with his struggle to survive and with his 
loneliness, both of which remain unalleviated until Mattie 
"' 
comes. ;·.,Because soon after Ethan and Zeena marry, Zeena 
,. 
"too fell silent" (72). However, Mattie is not the answer 
to Ethan's problems, and he must continue to sacrifice unt.il 
that day comes when his own tombstone will be erected next 
to those of his ancestors who also were forced to endure. 
Wharton's criticisms, therefore, are not limited to 
that New York world with which she was so familiar. Nor are 
the effects of society's restrictions limited to a 
1-'-J 
particular class. The wealthy Newland and the 
poverty-ridden Ethan are both prevented from even attempting 
the kind of life about which each dreams because each knows 
that to live outside society (in Ethan's case, without a 
woman) is far worse than trying to exist within its rigid 
' 
,, 
,, 
( 1.7 ) 
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Chapter II.: - New York s.ociety' s Effect 
on Newland Archer 
" 
In The Age of Innocence, Wharton presents an ambiguous 
attitude toward society. With this novel, she achieved her 
public zenith in the role of critic of "old New York." The 
novel presents a rather alluring picture of New York City, 
. ' .. 
.,,,. 
, yet it reminds us constantly of the threat to the·individual 
in that world. In fact, the picture is, at times, so 
enticing that this novel has earned such adverse criti~i~m 
I 
.I 
as the following by Geoffrey Wal ton: ·11 Edi th Wharton is. . • 
more concerned to recreate a past age than to say something 
she thinks important about life''. (131). It is quite.true 
that Wharton is concerned with recreating the world in which 
she grew up, but she is able'to do so with enough 
objectivity that she exposes the bad along with the good. 
By creating that world the way she knew it, Wharton, 
. contrary to what Wal ton asserts, was able to say somethi-ng 
important: she was able to lament the position of the 
individual within society. 
"'The individual. • • is nearly a·1ways sacrificed to 
what is supposed to be the collective interest. ' " • • 
(112), Newland Archer explains to the Countess Olenska when 
he tries to dissuade her from seeking a divorce. He says 
this confidently because it is one of the "stock phrases" of 
( 1.9 ) 
, .. 
;, 
"\ 
C • • • .\ 
., 
,!y 
his world that come so easily .to mind (112). For the 
collective good, the· Countess is content to sacrifice her 
individual freedom, although that freedom is more important 
to her than it would be to a true New Yorker, who could not 
imagine such freedom and might even be frightened by so much 
latitude. Jnterestingly, Newland Archer is the vehicle used 
by this society to suppress Ellen Olenska's freedom.· But 
Newland doe~ not ask a greater.sacrifice of Ellen than would 
be asked of any individual in that society at that time. 
~ ' 
Ironically, Newland himself will also eventually sacrifice 
his own freedom for the "collective interest." 
In her landmark book A Feast of Words, Cynthia Griffin 
Wolff speaks to the issue of individual freedom in The Age 
of Innocence. Wolff spends some time comparing Wharton's 
The Age of Innocence to Henry James' The Portrait of a Lady 
and notes, "both Wharton and James focus their intense moral 
scrutiny on similar concerns, particularly the problem of 
the right to individual 'freedom' as measured against the 
binding sanctity of the commitment to the institution of 
marriage" (313). Certainly marriage is one of the tests of 
the individual in Wharton's works. Wolff also emphasizes 
the importance of "place," claiming it is central to an 
understanding of the novel: "The world that seems at first-
a novelistic tour de force becomes, on closer examination, a 
( 2 0 ) 
mirror of Newland's mind and the very condition of his 
being. • • 
l 
. The center of this novel is Newland's problem 
of being and becoming, given the unalterable tradition of 
~ ~ 
this portion of history, this 'place'" ( 314) ·. While it may 
. ":) 
seem obvious to some that each individual is somewhat shaped 
by the culture or ''place" from which she comes, Wal ff places 
particular emphasis on this point because "place" is central 
both to Newland Archer and to the resolution of the novel. 
The setting of old New York ~ith its apparently arbitrary 
rules and constraints is obviously integral.· Perhaps 
another reason Wolff emphasizes the importance of "place" is 
... 
that Newland is thoroughly identifiable through his world. 
Similarly, Newland's contemporaries are as much a part of 
their surroundings as he. 
While demonstrating that Newland Archer is~-in large 
part--a product of the world in which he lives, Wolff seems 
more concerned with his struggle "to become ... himself" 
(314) ~han with implicating that society as so many critics 
before her have done. Wolff makes no determination that 
this.old New York society is either ·good or bad, but she 
does emphasize its rigidity. She also believes that Newland 
lacks moral awareness; when he acts correctly, he is acting 
with only a "felt sense of duty" (324). Part of what he will 
gain when he becomes "himself" is moral awareness of himself 
( 21 ) 
and his privilege to decide rather,than feel obligated or 
compelled into action by some external force. In this case, 
.' 
that compelling force is society. However, Archer's· 
l 
decision in the last chapter of the novel not to see Ellen 
is ultimately disappointing to readers; he leaves Ellen with 
the message only that "'I'm old-fashioned'"(360). Wolff 
explains, "His final act affirms the coherence of his own 
identity, and in this assertion of 'self,' Newland achieves 
genuine maturity" (333). But if, indeed, as readers and 
critics, we are to celebrate Newland's final resolution, we 
are celebrating one man's acceptance of society's role for 
him over his own desires. Losing Newland to this end is a 
greater sorrow than it would be to lose another man already 
predisposed to do society's bidding, like Lawrence Leferts, 
,, 
whose little rebellions, in the form of sexual infidelity, 
take place only within the accepted social structure. 
Newland's final re\01ution should be mourned rather than 
celebrated, for he has acquiesced to what might be 
considered the "right" thing in society's eyes. He has come 
further because he has at least questioned his "duty," but 
ultimately he fails to gain his independence from society . 
. . 
The threat that society holds over each of its members 
is rejection. Once a member of this very elite group about 
which Wharton is writing in The Age of Innocence (the only 
,, 
• 
I 
( 22· )' 
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legitimate way to be a member is to be born into that 
position), an individual must not speak on those topics 
considered unpleasant ~nd must do what is considered "right" 
by the society. These categories obviously overlap, but 
•, 
such categories are useful for talking about society's 
various constraints in an organized way. 
d Perhaps the most important event ever to affect Newland 
is his meeting and knowing Ellen Olenska, but, because of 
her scandalous past, his relationship with her is one of the 
unpleasant topics about which society should not speak. His 
relationship with her profoundly colors the firs·t two years 
of his marriage, and, in addition, he remains affected by 
s-1; 
that relationship even after Ellen returns to Europe. But 
society, in the form of the dinner-party the Archers give 
Ellen on her departure, is able to pretend that there is 
nothing between Newland and Ellen--nothing to threaten the 
stability of Newland's marriage to May Welland--because no 
one has spoken of it aloud. Society is ever-reluctant to 
speak about those things that threaten its continued·· 
existence. 
Newland and May unquestioningly accept society's habit 
of leaving the unpleasant unspoken. When Newland enters the 
Mingott box at the opera, he offers May's family, which has 
• 
taken the risk of introducing the Countess Olenska into New 
( 23) 
I 
., 
r 
York society, the overt support of his family's good name: 
"As he entered the box his eyes met Miss Welland's, and he 
saw that she had instantly understood his motive, though the 
.. 
family dignity which both considered so high a virtue would 
~not permit her to tell him so. The persons of their world 
lived in an atmosphere of faint implications and pale 
delicacies, and the fact that he and she understood each 
other without a word seemed to the young man to bring them 
nearer than any explanation would have done'' (17). Newland 
is not only compliant but admiring of this ridiculous 
byproduct of familial pride. This lack of communication is 
· not limited to Newland's relationship with May; some topics 
cannot be spoken of even between members of the same family: 
"It was against all the rules of their code that the mother 
and son should ever allude to what was uppermost in their 
thoughts" (38). 
· Perhaps even more ridiculous than not articulating 
unpleasant thoughts is the reason for this rule: to speak 
the unpl~asant is to acknowledge its existence and to 
increase the chances that someone outside this elite sphere 
should learn that life in society is not paradise. Divorce 
is one of the topics better left undiscussed, and when Janey 
mentions it at a small dinner-party given by Mrs. Archer, 
the word falls "like a bombshell in the pure and tranquil 
~ 
'~ .J. 
( 24 ) 
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atmosphe·re. • • • Mrs. Archer1 raised her ·delicate eyebrows 
in the particular curve that signified: 'The butler--'" 
(41). So to prevent the butler hearing what he undoubtedly 
already knows, an entire society suffers in inarticulate 
loneliness. 
When Newland finally finds himself in a situation in 
which he wants to say what is in his mind, he is unable tQ~ 
Ellen OlenSka does not understand that unpleasant things 
'1 
shou\ld not be said; she is someone with whom Newland needn't 
be evasive when he speaks. But he finds himself unable to 
.. ' 
communicate when he tries to explain to Ellen why she should 
not divorce Count Olenski; he "plunged out into the winter 
night bursting with the belated eloquence of the 
inarticulate" (113). Even Archer's final message to Ellen 
is nothing more than a euphemism: '"Say I'm old-fashioned: 
that's enough''' (360) Those few words will need to say so 
much more for Newland because he has lived "an inarticulate 
lifetime" (356), and he is unwilling to change: "Archer had 
found himself held fast by habit, by memories, by sudden 
startled shrinking from new things'' (351). Archer never 
really learns to articulat~ anything unpleasant, or, even 
more unfortunate, he never learns to say what is important 
to him to say. 
Newland and Ellen suffer greatly when they decide not 
( 25) 
\, 
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to confront society and to do what is "correct." Once Ellen 
leaves, society returns to the way it has always been, and 
no impression of the individuals' pain is left--in this case 
Newland's and Ellen's--on society: 
He [Newland Archer] guessed himself to have been, 
for months, the center of countless silently 
observing eyes and patiently listening ears, he 
understood that, by means as yet unknown to him, 
the separation between himself and the partner of 
his guilt had been achieved, and that now the 
whole tribe had rallied about his wife on the 
tacit assumption that nobody knew anything, and 
that the occasion of the enteitainment was simply 
May Archer's natural desire to take an 
affectionate leave of her friend and cousin. 
(335) 
' 
After returning Newland to his "p_lace ,· 1f society can resume 
its natural course, which includes not speaking about 
anything unpleasant, such as Newland's and Ellen's "affair." 
But how does Newland get to the point at which he must 
be subdued by society? As early as paragraph four,_ the 
narrator explains the importance of acting properly: 
"· .. what was or was not 'the thing' played a part as 
important in Newland Archer'.s New York as the inscrutable 
totem terrors that had ruled the destinies of his 
forefathers thousands of years ago" (4). The above is 
·, 
offered as an explanation for why Newland comes late to the 
opera; clearly "Newland Archer's New York" is very much a 
( 26), 
... 
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part of Newland himself. Also notable in the above 
quotation is the comparison between Newland's New York and 
"totem terrors. '' 
• • 
oJ• d 
The sinister nature of the latter along 
with the irrationality of a "totem terror" throws some 
interesting light on the kind of superstition that would 
) 
make an individual like Newland adhere to even the silliest 
' 
of society's~conventions. He is perspicacious enough to 
perceive the irrationality of fearing to do other than what 
was considered ''the thing" by society. ,, Yet, the narrator 
claims, Newland does fear. 
Similarly, early in the novel Newland characterizes his 
society as a "harsh world" (7); and following an afternoon 
of obligatory visits stemming from his recent engagement to 
May, Newland thinks, "he had been shown off like a wild 
animal cunningly trapped'' (69). Perhaps it is import.ant to 
note that the severity of the tone in the above may be 
attributable to Newland's having met Ellen Olenska at this 
' point in the novel. Archer has been cunningly trapped, not 
so much by May, but by al,l the forces of society: • • . he " 
felt himself oppressed by this creation of factitious purity 
[May Welland], so cunningly manufactured by a conspiracy of 
mothers and aunts and grandmothers and long-dead 
ancestresses, because it was supposed to be what he wanted, 
C .l 
. 
what he had a right to, in order that he might exercise his 
C 
( 27 ) 
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• 
lordly pleasure i~smashing it like an image made of snow" 
(46). Change must come slowly to this world because 
rebellion must fly in the face not only of the present but 
of the past, which is far longer and stronger than the 
momentary rebellion of the present. Wharton uses the same 
' t.--J 
~"-
word - - "cunningly" - - to describe the way in which both 
Newland and May came to be the way they are. Soctety is 
more cunning than the individual. The rebellion of one 
person will have no effect upon society because th~t single 
rebellion can be subdued so easily by the clever 
collectivity. So what hope has the rebellion of a single 
individual against a mass as large and cunning as society? 
If· a person wants to remain part of that world, she must 
sacrifice any hope for individuality. 
'·· 
'· 
0 
At the beginning of the novel, Newland Archer can only 
theorize about society iri the abstract, and, in the 
abstract, he can smile at some of its ways. According to 
the narrator, "It pleased Archer to think that only an old 
~ 
New Yorker could perceive the shade of a difference (to New. 
,, 
York) between being merely a Duke and being the van der 
Luyden's Duke .... It was for just such distinctions that 
the young man cherished his old New York even while he 
smiled at it'' (62). But as he begins to feel himself 
oppressed by this body, he feels less indulgent toward it . 
.. 
( 28 ) 
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In fact, Ellen Olenska forces him to take stock of the 
oppressiveness of his world: "The case of the Countess 
Olenska had stirred up old settled convictions and set them 
drifting dangerously throug~ his mind" (43). Newland will 
utter such liberal assertions as "'Women ought to be 
free--as free as we are"' {42) on behalf of the Countess, 
such statements as he will not even be able to live up to in 
his own personal revolution: 
' 
It was less trouble to conform with the tradition 
and treat May exactly as all his friends treated 
their wives than to try to put into practice the 
theories with which his untrammeled bachelorhood 
had dallied. There was no use in trying to 
emancipate a wife who had not the dimmest notion 
that she was not free. 
( 195) 
, .. 
The ~eight of the past again is too great for Newland, who 
finds it easier to capitulate in favor of tradition although 
v 
h~ has been married less than two years at this point and is 
· already content to give up his dream of making May into a 
woman who was different from other women in this society. 
We should note that Archer makes the decision to give up; 
his surrendering of the earlier conviction that he could 
1 
educate May is conscious. Nonetheless, Newland is keenly 
aware that his unconventional thoughts are due to the 
I 
influence of Ellen . ., He thinks, "nor could he, _for all his 
anxious cogitations, see any honest reason • • . why his 
( 29 ) 
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bride should not have been allowed the same freedom of 
experience as himself. Such questions, at such an hour, 
were bound to drift through his mind; but he was conscious 
that their uncomfortable persistence and precision were due 
to the inopportune arrival of the Countess Olenska" (47). 
Through Ellen's example--her personal revolution and 
unwillingness to accept tradition--Newland comes to wage his 
own war with society, a war he neither expects to win nor 
wants to win. 
Just as Newland Archer is aware from the beginning of 
the novel of a sense of entrapment, he is equally ~ware of 
the comfort that conformity can bring: "Her eyes [May's] 
fled to his beseechingly, and their look said: 'Remember, 
we're doing this because it's right.' No appe~l could have 
-
found a more immediate response in Archer's breast'' (24); 
and, "Nothing about his betrotl1ed pleased him [Newland] more 
r,I 
than her resolute·aetermination to carry to its utmost limit 
that ritual of ignoring the 'unpleasant' in which they had / 
both been brought up" (26); and, later in the marriage, 
"cpnformity to the discipline of a small society had become 
almost his second nature. It was deeply distasteful to him 
to do anything melodramatic and conspicuous, anything Mr. 
van der Luyden would have deprecated and the club box 
condemned as bad form'' (322). Thus, Newland's attitudes are 
( 3 0 ) 
-. 
1, 
not easily classified: 
it. 
he neeps society even as he loathes 
Even as his passion for Ellen pushes him toward a 
confrontation with his society, Newland Archer remains torn 
between fear of becoming a pariah and fear that his marriage 
. -~ 
will become "what most of the other marriages about him 
were: a dull association of material and social interests 
held together by ignorance on the one side [the woman's] and 
hypocrisy on the other [the man's]'' (44-45). Like Lily Bart 
in The House of Mirth, Newland finds himself receptive to 
diametrically opposed values: the "life of the spirit'' 
(158) and society. That New York and the "life of the 
spirit" are not compatible is articulated by the Marchioness 
Manson, who says, "'Ah, New York ... how little the life of 
the spirit has reached it'" (158). This "life of the 
spirit," first cousin to Lawren"ce Selden's "republic of the 
$piri t," is explained by Selden: .. ·~ 'My idea of success. • • 
is personal freedom. • • . [Freedom] from everything--from 
money, from poverty, from ease and anxiety, from all the 
material accidents. To keep a kind of republic of the 
~spirit" (65). When ·Ellen confronts Newland with the 
question of whether he is asking her to be his mistress, he 
tells her, ''' ... I want somehow to get away with you into 
a world where words like that--categories like that--won't 
( ·31 ) 
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exist. Where we shall be simply two human beings who love 
each other, who are the whole of life to each other; and 
nothing else on earth will matter''' (290). While Selden 
professes devotion to the "republic of the spirit," Newland 
alternately professes his devotion to society and his desire 
to break away from its constraints. But, in the end, 
Newland does only what society considers "right." Of 
course, Newland decides not to go against society and to 
stay with May, but, in the end, how does he feel about that 
decision? And how should we react to his decision? 
The constriction and the suffocation that Newland feel 
are quite genuine, as is his rebellious reaction to them . 
. However, we do not expect Newland, who has internalized 
society's values, to rebel seriously. And he doesn't. 
There is never a sense that Newland will really remove 
• 
·himself from this world--it is too much a part of him. 
Following Catherine Manson Mingott's stroke, Newland is sent 
to fetch Ellen from the train station. She provokes him so 
that he feels, "Once more she had managed, by her sheer 
simplicity, to make him, feel stupidly convgntional just when 
he thought he was flinging convention to the winds'' (287). 
This thought is characteristic of Newland's entire 
rebellion: his boldest moves cause only a ripple in 
r, ' . ' . • society's complacency and serenity, because his rebellion is 
( 32 ) 
- . ~-,_., . 
ii 
' ... 
• 
• 
not taken seriously. 
Now, years after rebellion has crossed his mind, 
Newland is happy with the choice he has made and with the 
way that his life has worked itself out. At the age of 
fifty-seven he finds himself sitting in his library musing 
that in this room, "most of the real things of his life had 
happened'' (344) .. That list includes one event that may be 
the most important for him: "But above all--sometimes 
Archer put it above all--it was in that library that the 
Governor of New York, corning down from Albany one evening to 
dine and spend the night, had turned to his host, and said, 
banging his clenched fist on the table and gnashing his 
eye-glasses: 'Hang the professional politician! You're the 
kind of man the country wants, Archer. If the stable's ever 
J 
1,.,/ 
to be cleaned out, men like you have got to lend a hand in 
the cleaning'" (345-346) .Q Archer also reflects how he "had 
glowed at the phrase" ["men like you"] (346). 
Newland transforms himself from a rebellious young man 
into an exemplary member of his society. He has progressed: 
he can accept "Beaufort's bastard" (338) as his 
daughter-in-law, and he can Speak more frankly with his son 
than he was ever able to speak with May. But Newland, for 
all his progress, has missed "the flower of life" (347). Yet 
he has made peace with what he has missed: ''he thought of 
_J 
( 33) 
. ' 
it [the flower of life] as something so unattainable and 
improbable that to have repined would have been like 
despairing because one had not drawn the first prize in a 
lottery" (347). Newland's simile is bleak and also rather 
revealing. He perceives the fulfillment of his desires as 
something completely out of his control. According to 
Newland, only one person in a hundred million would have the 
chance to do as she pleased, and he was not that lucky. Now 
when he thinks about Ellen, "it was abstractly, serenely, as 
one might think of some imaginary beloved in a book or a 
picture'' (347). Newland has already made his peace with 
both his past and his rebellion. At the risk of sounding 
.. 
fatalistic, I must say that it is too late for Newland 
Archer, at fifty-seven, to accept the kind of freedom he 
dreamed ·of as a young man. That is to say that even if this 
freedom were offered to him, he could not accept it; he is 
so thoroughly integrated into the society that he could no 
longer be receptive to Ellen or to the "life of the spirit." 
But we are spared seeing how thoroughly the two are 
estranged by Newland's refusal to see Ellen while in Paris. 
Wolff asserts that in deciding not to see Ellen, 
Newland reaches "genuine maturity" by escaping "the narrow 
limitations of old New York in the only way that was ever 
really available to him, by achieving an inner peace that 
( 34 ) 
ii 
transcends time and place altogether" (333). For this much 
-~ 
success, Newland should be credited, and his world should be 
,.·~ 
blamed. Wharton has shown how helpless the individual I lS , 
, .. 
against society, and she blames society,· not Newland. 
So, not only does Newland sacrifice himself for 
society, but he is content in his belief that he has made 
the right decision. As he sits on that bench in Paris, 
after determining that he will not see Ellen again, he,is 
happy and completely ignorant of the sad picture he 
presents. So much of himself is now vested in society that 
he rationalizes m,issing "the flower of life," apparently 
fqrgetting how close he'd come to personal fulfillment and 
to picking that flower. Now Newland no longer wants 
freedom. The only way to distinguish oneself in this 
society is as a member of society, and Newland has done 
this. He substitutes the hollow fulfillment that being an 
integral part of society can bring for the personal 
fulfillment that was never his. 
Now, when we turn to Ethan Frame, we will see the 
protagonist of this story suffer an inner conflict similar 
to that which Newland suffers as a young married man. 
However, Ethan is unable t9 make peace with himself the way 
Newland does. Twenty-four years elapse between the time 
when Ethan struggles with his obligations and the time the 
( .35 ) 
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narrator tells Ethan's story. But in those twenty-four 
• 
years, Ethan's wounds, physical and emotional, seem not to 
~\., 
have healed at all. He is deeply scarred and quite aware 
that he has missed ''the flower of life." 
( 36) 
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Chapter III:, Ethan Frome's 
Obligation to Society 
' 
In a discussion of The Age of Innocence Blake Nevius 
comments that "the intimate passages between Newland Archer 
and Ellen Olenska are as deeply moving as those between 
) 
Ethan Frame and Mattie Silver,, whose dilemma is so curiously 
repeated under far different circumstances" (169-170). 
Later, Miller claims, "The Age of Innocence is Ethan Frame 
transferred from the barren New England soil to the sterile 
0 
New York drawing room" (85); and "although the novel Ethan 
Frame is a kind of sport ... in Edith Wharton's work in 
that i.n it she abandons the New York society that she knows, 
still the obsessive theme of the trapped sensibility is 
pres~nt and dominant'' (84). Much of Edith Wharton's' 
critical acclaim comes from h~r assessment of New York City 
society and its threat to the individual. But, as the above 
comments attest, Edith Wharton is as critical of Starkfield, 
Massachusetts, as she is of New York. In The Age of 
Innocence, one gains the ~ense that the rigidity of the 
system against which Newland rebels is peculiar to New York. 
But when a reader views The Age of Innocence next to Ethan 
Frame, published nine years earlier, she realizes that a 
similarly rigid system exists in Starkfield. The apparent 
conclusion is that it is tdo limiting to view Wharton as the 
( 37) 
... 
' 
critic of only New York. She can assess and criticize the 
individual's condition against any background. 
/' 
The situation in which we find Ethan Frame imprisoned 
is every bit as restrictive as Newland Archer's and perhaps 
more so. Like Newland, Ethan is held back by the weight of 
the past, which confronts him in the form of tombstones of 
his ancestors each time he enters his house. Also, much 
' 
must remain unspoken in Ethan Frame's world; both the 
unpleasant and the intimate must be silently communicated. 
In a different but equally intense way, Ethan is also very 
concerned with the way the limited society with which he 
does come in contact will view him. Because Ethan and 
Newland face similar decisions, cbmparing them gives good 
. .,. ·' 
insight into the nature of their conflicts. 
But first, almost any critical discussion of Ethan 
Frame must be prefaced with some consideration of its 
structure. The stranger who relates the story does so 
"' 
knowing very few of the facts of Ethan's life. He never 
claims to be relating a story explicitly told to him; 
rather, after minimal contact with Ethan and spending a 
single night in his house, the rarrator says, ''[I] began to 
put together this vision of his story" (25). Because 
Ethan's story seems little more than a stranger's "vision," 
Wolff claims, "Ethan Frame is about its narrator" (164). 
( 38) 
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Wolff continues with the asser1:ion that "Ethan Frame is no 
.more than a figment of the narrator's imagination'' (164). 
,' ! 
She compares this narrator--whom she considers insistent\and 
obtrusive--to the narrator of Emily Bronte's Wuthering 
Heights. 1 But Wharton's narrator cannot be classed with 
Bronte's intruder who stays for more than a night at 
, Thrushcross Grange. Though there may be similarities 
between the two narrators, the narrator of Ethan Frame is 
absent from all of the chapters except the first and last. 
Bronte's narrator never lets himself be forgotten. But, 
because the n~rrator of Ethan Frame intrudes so 
infrequently, a reader may forget this story is only a 
"vision." Nonetheless, wo,lff distrusts Wharton's narrator 
and the validity of the tale he relates. 
However, Edith Wharton spends some time in her 
introduction to Ethan Frame, persuading her readers of the 
merits of her narrator; she wants us to ac~ept his story. 
Although those to whom Wharton showe~/the piece disapproved 
of its construction (Ethan Frame viii), she wanted readers 
to understa_nd her reasons for writing. it this way: "It 
l· Wharton acknowledges the influence of Wuthering 
Heights on Ethan Frame (Wolff 164). 
( 39) 
' ,; 
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appears to me. • • that, while an air of artificiality is 
lent to a tale of complex and sophisticated people which the 
n6velist causes to be guessed at and interpreted by any mere 
looker on, there need be no such drawback if the looker-on 
is sophisticated, and the people he interprets are simple. 
If he is capable of seeing all around them, no Violence is 
done to probability in allowing him to exercise this 
faculty ... " (Ethan Frame viii). Apparently Wharton 
-believes that the narrator. is as capabl~ of telling Ethan's 
& story as she herself is. Wharton, the sophisticated 
looker-on, isn't concerned with telling·a "true" story but 
tather with knowing what it takes for a society to restrairt 
the rebellion of someone like Ethan. When Wharton wrote her 
fictions about New England, they were only that: fictions. 
Whether this narrator's story i~ true is not especially 
important because he is Wharton's surrogate: the 
story-teller in her story. Objections to this framework, 
then, seem ridiculous--it is unimportant whether the events 
the narrator relates are true. What is important is that he 
sees Ethan's pain and alienation. 
Joseph Brennan approaches the problem of the structure 
most practically: ''Once one recognizes this fact, however, 
that we have to deal here with an overt fiction within a 
fiction, it is expedient, if not indeed necessary, to accept 
( 40 ) 
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this arrangement as the very form of the novel and to 
?1: 
analyze it as such" (348). This is another way of saying 
that there is really no reason to reject this framework; we 
simply must keep it in mind as part of the structure . 
• 
·.1\-'• j. ",'' 
Wharton explains in the preface that ,"each of my chroniclers 
[Harmon Gow, Mrs. Hale, and the nameless narrator] 
contributes to the narrative just so much as he or she is 
capable of understanding of what, to them, is a complicated 
I 
I 
and mysterious case ... 4 (Ethan(Frome ix, emphasis added). 
Wolff is correct, then, in assuming that this story is about 
its narrator because he brings his own peculiar insight into 
the tale--but the story is also about New England. The 
story is not necessarily Ethan's, nor Mattie's, nor Zeena's; 
because the story is only a vision, it could belong to any 
New England man. But the narrator gives it to Ethan because 
Ethan's fight with something inside himself and yet unknown 
to the narrator is still apparent. The narrator sees Ethan 
twenty-four years after Ethan has undergone this struggle 
and "lost," but evidence of that struggle is still visible: 
"the lameness checking each step like the j er·k of a chain" 
" 
(3). It is ironic that Ethan's inner struggle should 
physically maim him (his inner struggle drives him to take 
that suicide sled-ride with Mattie); but there are other 
\, 
scars that are the result not of the accident but of the 
-
( 41) 
I, 
inner conflict. For example, the narrator's first 
impressions of Ethan are that "he was but the ruin of a man, 
• • . bleak and unapproachable" (3); and "he looks as if he 
was dead and in hell now!" (6). After Ethan drives away 
slowly, the narrator explains, "Though Harmon Gow developed 
the tale as far as his mental and moral reach permitted 
there were perceptible gaps between his facts, and I had the 
sense that the deeper meaning of the story was in the gaps" 
(7). Wharton's own sentiment expressed in the introduction 
is clearly echoed here. Interestingly, it takes someoDe with 
more complex sensibility than the simple people o.f 
Starkfield have to understand Ethan's misery. Perhaps tbis 
narrator is someone who has tasted Newland Archer's world. 
Implicit in the narrator's feeling that "the deeper 
meaning· of the story was in the gaps" is that meaning lies 
in the unspoken. Ethan's imprisonment has never been 
alleviated, and he has managed to communicate his 
suffocation to a total stranger without using words. One 
wonders if, after eighteen years, a stranger would be able 
td .. find evidence of the suffering caused by inner turmoil in 
\ Newland Archer or if that struggle had left no trace upon 
him. Apparently the struggle is not obvious, at least to 
Dallas, after the time lapse, but Ethan's struggle remains 
very much a part of him even after twenty-four years. 
( 42) 
"" 
•< 
The most obvious pain~ of comparison between The Age of 
Innocence and Ethan Frame is the love triangle. Both 
~ewland and Ethan love a woman other than the one to whom 
each is committed for life, and each is prevented from 
having the woman he most desires. In fact, the similarity 
,,;,, 
between the two pairs of lovers was already noted by Nevius 
and quoted above. The difference is, as Nevius says, the 
"far different circumstances" in which the stories unfold. 
A reader might think that in Whartonts fictional worlds the 
individual would be far freer in the New England countryside 
than in New York City, but Ethan finds himself 
condemned--for the rest of his life--to suffer· the 
consequences of an impulsive decision: to marry his cousin 
Zenobia Pierce. In a flashback we learn, "After the funeral 
[of his mother], when he saw her [Zeena] preparing to go 
away, he was seized with an unreasoning dread of being le_ft 
alone on the farm; and before he knew what he was doing he 
had asked her to stay there with him. He had often thought 
since that it would not have happened if his mother had died 
in spring instead of winter ... '' (70, Wharton's ellipses). 
But Ethan's entrapment is not brought on by Zeena-. Before 
Zeena ever came to Starkfield, Ethan felt trapped: "After 
the mortal silence of his long imprisonment Zeena's 
volubility was music in his ears'' (69). There was a time, 
( 43) 
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then, when it was Zeena whose presence made him feel free. 
But after a ·few years of marriage, Ethan thinks "For years 
that quiet company (the grave-stones of his ancestors] had 
mocked his restlessness, his desire for change and freedom" 
(50). By the time Mattie Silver comes to live with the 
Frames, Ethan has once again fallen into a sense of 
entrapment, from which he feels freed only after he begins 
to care for Mattie: "· .. now all desire for change had 
vanished ... " (50). 
Though Mattie seems to free Ethan from his desire for 
change, is there any reason to believe thaf-fi~.would 
maintain this feeling of freedom for the rest of his life if 
he were to run away with Mattie? I think not. Time and 
C. 
routine, in conjunction with the pressures of his social a.nd 
economic position, will again subdue and imprison Ethan. 
Wolff accurately states, "By far the deepest irony is that 
Ethan's dreams of Mattie are not essent.ially different from 
the life that he has created with Zeena; they are still 
variations on the theme of dependency .... She [Mattie] 
is·, in short, just what .he had imagined Zeena might be. And 
there is no reason, even at the beginning of the tale, to 
suppose that Mattie Silver would be any better in the role 
than Zeena" (178). Mattie is nothing more than a break in 
the routine of the Frames' farm. If Mattie were to stay 
I ( 44 ) 
' '), . 
. , ' 
there long enough or if Ethan and she were to run "off, ·it 
would be only a matter of time before the walls again shot 
I 
I 
up around Ethan, imprisoning him in hi~- "inarticulate" 
/ 
loneliness. 
( 
I have spoken of Ethan Frame's prison as one of 
inarticulate loneliness. In The Age of Innocence so much is 
left unspoken that Dallas is provoked into saying to his 
father, "'I forgot. You [Newland and May] never did ask each 
other anything, did you? And you never told each other 
anything. You just sat and watched each other, and guessed 
at what was going on underneath''' (356). Dallas' accusation 
forces his father "to deal all at once with the packed 
regrets and stifled memories of an inarticulate lifetime" 
(356). Although Newland learns from his son that May knew 
his "secret" a11· along (356-7), never a word about it passed 
between husband and wife. Zeena, too, guesses Ethan's· 
secret and, thus, tries to get rid of Mattie just as May had 
conspired to get rid of Ellen, but she and Ethan never speak 
a word about it. In Starkfield, unpleasant thoughts are 
left unsaid jtist as they are in New York City. 
Wharton seems to make a point of mentioning when the 
characters are not talking rather than let the reader notice. 
the lack of dialogue for herself. When Ethan and Mattie 
come back late one night from a dance, Zeena lets them in, 
( 45 ) 
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and we are told, "she ·--drew aside. without speaking'' (53); and 
Ethan notes that Zeena "too fell silent" (72) after a few 
years at the Frames' farm; just before Mattie leaves, "they 
[Ethan and Mattie] went back into the kitchen without 
speaking" ·( 151). Moments before Mattie suggests the suicide 
sled-ride to Ethan, they reminisce, but even Ethan is aware 
that they have never spoken their feelings for one another. 
He feels manly pride when he is the one to find her locket: 
"That was all; but all their intercourse had been made up of 
just such inarticulate flashes" (154). In the final chapter 
Mrs. Hale, who "had kept silence till now" (177), tells the 
narrator, "'Nobody knows Zeena's thoughts'" (178). Nobody 
'..t ... knows Zeena's thoughts because Zeena never articulates them. 
She uses her silence to communicate disapproval and to 
remain distant frofu both Ethan and Mattie. Her silence has 
a strange power over them because they don't know if she is 
aware of the feelings growing between them: "her silence 
seemed deliberately assumed to conceal far-reaching 
intentions, mysterious conclusions drawn from suspicions and 
resentments impossible to guess" (73). 
Ethan's own silence i~ indicative of his passivity and 
submissiveness. Zeena can intimidate Ethan with her silence 
so that "words of resistance rushed to Ethan's lips and died 
there" (146). He is unable to defy Zeena on any significant 
" ( 46 ) 
I 
' 
level. When he argues with her about whether he or Jotham 
{~ 
Powell will take Mattie to the train station, Ethan gets his 
way, but he does so not by arguing successfully with his 
wife but by walking out of the room. He can't win an 
argument with her with words. However, there is an even 
more significant kind of inarticulateness in the story: the 
inability to express intimacy. 
There is no ·expression of intimacy between Ethan and 
Zeena simply because there is nothing even resembling 
intimacy in their relationship. Although Newland and May 
couldn't be said to be intimate, they do have an 
understanding with and a respect for each other that isn't 
found in the Frames' marriage. No one knows- Z·eena' s 
thoughts, and that includes Ethan. The inability to express 
closeness .is more appropriately discussed between Mattie and 
Ethan. For all that seems to transpire between ~he two 
during the novella, there is little conversation. Walking 
home with Mattie from a dance one night, Ethan "struggled 
for the all-expressive word, and again, his arm in hers, 
found only a deep 'Come along'" (48); during that same walk 
an important exchange occurs between the two, but no words 
are spoken: "the wave of warmth that went through him was 
like the prolongation of his vision. For the first time he 
stole his a.rm about her, and she did not resist. They 
,I 
,. 
• I 
walked on as if they were floating on.a summer stream" 
(50-51). Perhaps the best examples of the lovers' inability 
to communicate occur during the night that Zeen~ is away, 
and they are alone in the house for the whole night. Again 
Wharton makes a point of telling us how little they say: 
"As soon as his wife had driven off Ethan took his coat and· 
cap from the peg .... He said 'So long, Matt,' and she 
answered gaily 'So long, Ethan'; and that was all" (67); 
later that night during dinner, "Ethan, a moment earlier, 
had felt himself on the brink of elo~uence; but the mention 
of Zeena had paralyzed him .... The name had benumbed him 
again, and once more he felt as if Zeena were in th.e room 
between them" (84); and after dinner, "Deep quiet sank on 
the room'' (90). When, finally, they are comfortable enough 
being a,lone to speak to one another, "The commonplace 
nature of what they said produced in Ethan an illusion of· 
long-established intimacy which no outburst of emotion could 
have given, and he set his imagination adrift on the fiction 
that they had always spent their evenings thus and would 
always go on doing so ... " (90, Wharton's ell.ipses). 
During the entire time the two are alone, Ethan never so 
much as touches Mattie. The next day "He had a fancy that 
she knew what had restrained him'' (98). This is exactly the 
kind of communication upon which Newland and May rely so 
.. ( 48. ) 
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heavily--each expects t~e other to know what she is thinking 
' 
without being told. 
Sometimes Ethan does not speak because he cannot--as a 
simple man--find the words to express his complex feelings. 
But sometimes Ethan simply decides not to say what is in his 
mind: "He wanted to say: 'We shall never be alone again 
like this.' Instead, he ... ~said: 'I guess I can make 
out to be home for dinner''' (99) . Here, -Ethan has made a 
deliberate decision not to say what he feels and to say 
something only trivial. The question that remains for us to 
consider is why Ethan is unable or unwilling to express 
himself. 
Ethan feels threatened when he expresses something 
intimate, something individual. A very obvious 
manifestation of his fear of intimacy is exposed by Mrs. 
ff 
Hale,~•••r don't believe but what you're [the narrator] the 
only stranger has set foot in that house [the Frames'] for 
over twenty years. He's that proud he don't even like his 
oldest friends to go there'" (176). But it is not only 
pride that makes him want to keep even his oldest friends 
\ from his house. The Ethan the narrator first introduces us 
r 
to is "unapproachable"; he apparently receives no mail from 
friends or family--"He seldom received anything but a copy 
' 
of the Bettsbridge Eagle" (4). In one brief paragraph the 
( 49) 
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narrator describes the "unapproachable" man quite 
definitively: 
, Everyone in Starkfield knew him and gave him a 
greeting tempered to his own grave mien; but his 
taciturnity was respected and it was only on rare 
occasions that one of the older men of the place 
detained him for a word. When tbis happened he 
would listen quietly, his blue eyes on the 
speaker's face, and answer in so low a tone that 
his words never reached me; then he would climb 
stiffly into his buggy, gatter up the reins in his 
left hand and drive slowly away in the direction 
of his farm. (5) 
Ethan is disinclined to be social; in the narrator's 
depiction of Ethan, he speaks to neighbors only when they 
speak to him first. Even when Ethan was younger, "he had 
the name of keeping to himself'' (68). Apparently, Ethan is 
threatened by contact with others, especially intimate 
contact. 
Ethan's fear of intimacy could be attributable to 
. . 
several factors. Perhaps the most glaring reason for his-
fear is the dichotomy between his inside and his appearance. 
The narrator dubs him "the most striking figure in 
Starkfield" (3) and sees in him nobility and former 
gallantry. But inside, Ethan is a coward; he has suffered 
thirty-one years of marriage with a woman he does not love. 
Yet sometimes Ethan "talks big," like Denis Eady, without 
realizing it. When Mattie wonders what Zeena will say about 
the broken pickle dish, Ethan answers sarcastically, 
( 50) 
"'she'll have to say it to the cat, any way!'" (85). He 
says this although he knows, as does Mattie, that Ethan will 
not stand up to his wife when the broken pickle dish is 
I\,/ 
j 
exposed. Later, :Ethan, pondering the complications of 
leaving his wif~realizes she could not support herself on 
the money left frdµt the sale 9,f the mill: "well, she could 
-,,.- '\I 
/ .. , /~ 
go back to her people, then, and ~e what they would do for 
her. It was the fate she was forc~g o ''a Mattie--why not let 
\ 
her try it herself?" (133). Yet Ethlan is 
to leave his wife than he was to cofii:f~nt 
I I 
I 
i 
o more prepared 
he~ltf>ut the 
pickle dish. For him, it is easiet to act--to let 
events just happen. He will not act to leave hi~ wife, 
because inside he is passive, inert, and cowardly, even 
though he sometimes "talks big." 
Ammons suggests another reason Ethan is afraid of 
• • . he [the narrator] projects himself into intimacy: " 
young Ethan's situation and sees in it the realization of a 
4 
specific male fear: the fear that woman will turn into 
witch" (74). Clearly in Ethan Frame that fear is justified, 
for the young, cheerful Mattie Silver does become just like 
Zeena, whom Ammons labels a witch because of her black cat 
and her ability to make her presence felt between Ethan and 
Mattie even when she is not there (63-64). She also 
asserts, "the implicit contrast between Zeena's victory in 
( 51) 
... 
" 
' 
" 
Ethan Frame and the stepmother's defeat in "Snow-White" no 
doubt contributes to the terror of Wharton's story. Most 
fairy tales reassure by teaching that witches lose in the 
end .... [In Ethan Frame] the witch wins" (63). Though 
Ammons' discussion of Zeena as witch is persuasive, her 
labeling of the contrast between Ethan Frame and 
"Snow-White" as "implicit" is rather reductive. There is 
terror in the end of Ethan Frame not because it perverts a 
fairy tale but because of the excessive waste of human life 
and the lost opportunities. Nonetheless, Ammons suggestion 
that Ethan fears Zeena because she is witch-like may factor 
into Ethan's fear of intimacy: if he were to let someone 
inside himself, he would be too vulnerable in a world ruled 
by the witch-like Zeena. 
Intimacy ~equires some sacrifice of self that Ethan is 
unwilling to make. To let Mattie know who he is on the 
inside would be to expose himself not only to her but to 
himself. Ethan is unwilling to admit to the cowardice 
beneath the surface of his "careless powerful look" (3). 
Sex, as the symbol of a more encompassing intimacy than the 
act itself, never happens between Ethan and ·Mattie and is 
unthinkable between Ethan and Zeena. Before going to bed 
Zeena "measured out some drops from a medicine-bottle on a 
chair by the bed and, after swallowing, them, and wrapping 
\ 
( 52) 
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her head in a piece of yellow flannel, had lain down with 
! 
her face turned away" (56). Earlier, Ethan "had a distinct 
sight of his wife lying in their bedroom asleep, her mouth 
slightly open, her false teeth in a tumbler by the 
bed. . . : " (51, Wharton's ellipses). And before getting 
into bed, Ethan "blew out the light so that he should not 
see her when he took his place at her side" (56-57). 
Wharton does not need to tell us they will not have sex' this 
night or any other night--passion between them is simply 
unthinkable, impossible. Furthermore, the couple is 
childless, so there is no evidence of sexual intimacy. 
Ethan--physically, emotionally, and spiritually --recoils 
from Zeena. Theirs is a marriage without passion and 
without intimacy, and we can understand that Ethan would 
.. 
rather remov.e himself from this loveless relatl.onship than 
stay, forcing himself into a fantasy world to survive. 
,ti 
However, Wharton is not so much interested in our 
understanding why he would divorce Zeena as she is in our 
understanding why he wouldn't. 
Ethan, unable to share himself with anyone, is 
imprisoned in his situation alone. There is no one with 
whom he can share his misery. However, if Ethan Frame is 
Ethan's story and his alone, it somehow fails in 
significance; the pain is "gratuitous," to use Lionel 
( 53) 
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Trilling's word for what Ethan suffers: "Whenever the 
characters of a story suffer, they do so at the behest of 
their author--the author is responsible for their suffering 
and must justify his cruelty by the seriousness of his moral 
intention. The author of Ethan Frame ... could not lay 
claim to any such justification. Her intention in writing 
the story was not adequate to the dreadful fate she 
contrived for her characters" (138-139). If Ethan Frame is 
. . 
the story of one--or even three--individual suffering, then, 
indeed, Ethan's pain is "gratuitous," and Wharton's reason 
for writing inadequate for the fate given her characters. 
But to understand Wharton's full intent and the implications 
of this novella, we must view these characters--especially 
Ethan--as representations, because their pain is not unique. 
Just two years after Ethan Frame was published Edwin 
Bjorkman wrote, "Ethan and Matt and Zeena [are not 
presented] as individual sufferers. They become instead 
embodiments of large groups and whole strata" (Ammons 68). 
If this be the case, Ethan's pain is not "gratuitous" 
because it is universal; his pain is a product of the 
social system that forces the individual to suffer for the 
"collective good." It is because of the "collective good" 
that Ethan does not leave Zeena. Like Newland, he prefers 
to sacrifice his individual needs rather than be rejected by 
\ 
( 54) 
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society: ''though he ~ad the name of keeping to himself and 
not being much of a hand at a good time, he had secretly 
gloried in being clapped on the back and hailed as 'Old 
Ethe' or 'Old Stiff"' (68). It is natural, even for Ethan, 
to enjoy companionship and the comfort that familiarity 
~ 
' 
gives. Because Ethan doesn't want to be rejected by what 
little society exists in Starkfield, he does not leave 
Zeena. If he were to leave Zeena, he would need to deceive 
Andrew Hale and his wife, and he will not do that: 
For the first time ... he saw what he was about 
to do. He was planning to take advantage of the 
Hales' sympathy to obtain money from them on false 
pretenses .... 
. . . the madness fell and he saw his life 
before him as it was. He was a poor man, the' 
husband of a sickly woman, whom his desertion 
would leave alone and destitute; and even if he 
had had the heart to desert her he could have done 
so only by deceiving two kindly people who had 
pitied him. 
He turned and walked slowly back to the farm. 
(143) 
Ethan views his.situation the way an outsider would. His 
own misery is unimportant to him, and he considers only the 
injury he would do others. He condemns himself to a hellish 
life for a woman who will tiever appreciate his sacrifice and 
for an injury to the Hales that he could repay some day if 
he really wanted to leave. But, like Newland; Ethan is a 
victim. From the start, we know he will never leave Zeena 
just as Newland will never divorce himself from society. 
( 55) 
• 
Ethan, like Newland, decides to satisfy someone or some 
group rather than satisfy himself. However, in Ethan's 
decision there is some nobility that we do not 'find in 
Newland's. Newland, whose decision was based entirely on 
conformity to.society's wishes and his own desire not to 
fall from grace in that society, creates a rather pathetic 
happiness and serenity for himself in the end of the novel. 
But Ethan bases his decision on principles that are 
important to him, such as not deceiving good people and not 
leaving one's wife destitute. We can respect the basi~ on 
which he makes this decision. Furthermore, the extent to 
which this decision affects Ethan makes his conflict more 
credible, more sincere, to the reader. A reader imagines 
that Ethan feels the pain that drove him to take that 
sled-ride twenty-four years ago as poignantly. now as he did 
then. In fact, it is the extraordinary degree of sadness 
apparent in Ethan that attracts the narrator to him: "He 
[Ethan] seemed a part of the mute melancholy landscape, an 
incarnation of its frozen woe, with all that was warm and 
sentient in him bound below the surface" (14). • No one 1n 
New York City would imagine such a tide of woe running 
beneath Newland's surface because that tide doesn't exist in 
him: Newland has substituted making society happy for 
making himself happy and, in so doing, has sitisfied 
( 56) 
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himself. Ethan is too simple and too honest to make a 
similar substitution. He lives each day with the painful 
' knowledge that he had a chance for real happiness but 
decided not to take that chance. 
In Ethan Freme, as in The Age of Innocence, Wharton is 
interested in the condition of the individual. She pities 
Ethan but is merciless in showing how helpless he is. 
Newland finds that society has the weight of the past on its 
side; Ethan also finds that the past is against him. His 
ancestors have all suffered through life in Starkfield: 
" 1 d . 1 f th F t ... enc ose 1n a ow ence, e rome grave-s ones 
slanted at crazy angles through the snow. Ethan looked at 
them curiously. For year? that quiet company had mocked his 
~ 
restlessness, his desire for change and freedom. 'We never 
got away -- how should you?' seemed to be written on every 
headstone; and whenever he went in or out of his gate he 
thought with a shiver: 'I shall just go on living here till 
I join them'" (EF 50). There is obvious irony in the name 
of his ancestor "Endurance." We know, as does Ethan, that 
he will never leave Starkfield. The weight of the past is 
too great. The only way to get the Frames out· of Starkfiel:d 
is to let them die off. Therefore, there is some comfort 
and relief that Zeena and Ethan do not have children, who 
might one day feel the horror of imprisonment as their 
( 57) 
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' father did. 
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Conclusion 
Although Newland Archer and Ethan Frame seem to have 
little i·n common ahd do, in fact, come from very different 
worlds, they share similar needs, desires, decisions, 
failures, and pains. In spite of their being members of 
different social classes, both men are part of some society, 
and both feel keenly the pressures of their societies. And 
both· give in t.o those pressures. 
Even the rules of these separate societies are similar. 
Both requjre that unpleasant topics never be spoken of, both 
expect complete conformity to an arbitrary set of rules for 
what is "right," and both demand that the individual treat 
·, 
the existence of society as more important than her own 
continuation as an individual. The rules are harsh, and one 
would ~xp~qt rebellions, such as those waged by Newland and 
Ethan, to be the norm. But this is not the case because, in 
Wharton's fiction, being rejected by society is a far worse 
fate than sacrificing some of yourself to stay a part of it. 
Newland and Ethan are both testaments to this belief. 
However, Wharton stops short of condemning these 
societies for the price they exact for membership.· Jhe 
attitude of these novels toward society is similar to 
Newland's attitude toward New York: indulgent--no matter 
how bad, society is preferable to being alone. In fact, 
( 59) 
\ 
despite the pathetic ends of both Newland and Ethan, these 
novels present ambiguous attitudes toward society. This is 
perhaps most apparent when we look at the diversity of 
criticism Wharton has earned. Walton says of The Age of 
Innocence, "Edith Wharton apparently endorses both old New. 
York and Ellen Olenska's and Archer's renunciation of each 
other" (138). But Ammons claims, "Ethan Frame is to me 
above all else a judgment on that system which fails to 
redeem such villages as Mrs. Wharton's Starkfield" (68). 
These books have earned divergent criticism; yet their 
attitudes are not so divergent. 
,., 
In fact, their themes and 
concerns are quite similar. Important in all of this for us 
is that Wharton, in the end, is unwilling to commit herself 
to condemning society. As harsh as her crit.icisms are, they 
are not so harsh that a reader would be left with the sense 
that Newland or Ethan would be better without society. In 
... 
the end, Miller says that one thing is apparent: Wharton 
' 
seems "haunted by a sense of inevitable failure in the human 
pursuit of happin~ss'' (82). However, the problem remains 
that she is unwilling to implicate society decisively for 
its responsibility in preventing individual happiness and 
satisfaction. 
* * * * * 
Despite the many important social statements Wharton 
( 60) 
\ . 
does mak·e in her, novels and short stories, she is sometimes 
dismissed as a mere novelist of manners. But to label her 
as such is as limiting as to label her "the critic of old 
New York." She is neither one of these alone--but both and 
more. Her diversity and insight are, ~o some extent, 
reflected in the preceding pages. 
One quality that we may trace ~hroughout Wharton's 
fiction is social consciousness. Wharton demonstrates a 
degree and scope of social awareness a reader might find 
unusual in a woman of her wealth and social status. She 
was, after all, a part of "old New York." Yet Wharton is 
objective enough in her fiction to portray the bad aspects 
of society along with the good. 
( 61) 
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Daughter of David Anthony and Elizabeth Joan {Condran) 
Gandolfo, I was born on January 25, 1963, in Willingboro, 
New Jersey. I graduated from Moorestown Senior High School, 
Moorestown, New Jersey, in 1981. I am a Dean's List 
graduate of Franklin and Marshall College, Lancaster, 
Pennsylva~ia. At Franklin and Marshall, I played varsity 
lacrosse, was the senior representative to the English 
Department, and was an officer and member of the English 
Club for two years. After college, I worked for one year 
before entering graduate school. During that year, I was a 
Public Relations Coordinator at Community College of 
Philadelphia, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Assistarit 
Editor at Lorraine Publishing, Bordentown, New Jersey. I am 
presently a teaching assistant and graduate student at 
u 
Lehigh University. 
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